Filiations -with the Metaphysicals
No contact of the flesh
Allayed the fever of the bone.
So that T. S. Eliot, in his Whispers of Immortality, not even
glancing at the glory and the dream whose friendly ghosts so
haunted the sage of Grasmere, fixed his eye upon Webster and
John Donne, concluding sardonically:
But our lot crawls between dry ribs
To keep our metaphysics warm.
These lines, with their startling marriage of the concrete image
and the abstract idea, their colloquial use of'our lot', the verb,
which thrusts in one's path, as it were Yorick's skull, the
worm of doubt, and with their confession of an agony which
mocks itself, are a notable index to the kinship between poets
three hundred years apart. One catches the note of Donne as
well as of Laforgue in such a phrase as
... the evening is spread out against the sky
Like a patient etherised upon a table.
The ability to turn to capital uses the intellectual currency of
the day belonged as much to the English metaphysical as to the
French symbolist, and Eliot has paid his devoirs to both.
Crossing the metaphysical element in his work with a
stronger symbolist strain, Eliot never achieves as effective a
logical pattern as Donne's elaborated conceits produce. He
wants, moreover, the singular force of the elder poet. He offers
What's not believed in, or, if still believed,
In memory only, reconsidered passion,
more often than the union of powerful feeling and lively
imagery of:
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